
 
CREDIT: "$200 Reward. Ran away, subscriber . . . Five Negro Slaves." Broadside. 1847. Rare Book and Special Collections Division, 

African American Odyssey, Library of Congress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Runaway slave posters  

Before slavery was abolished, newspapers and magazines often carried advertisements like this 
one from 1784, offering rewards for the recapture of people who had fled from bondage. Though 
he was born free and was well-educated, Theodore S. Wright risked his own home and well-
being every time he helped a runaway reach freedom in Canada. 

 

 

 

 

 



Runaway Slaves 
 

By Federal Law of the US Congress, 1850 
 

It is Illegal to:  
 
Willingly obstruct, hinder, or prevent from arrest fugitives from 
service or labor. 
 
It is Illegal to: 
 
Rescue, or attempt to rescue, fugitives from service or labor, from 
the custody of such claim. 
 
It is Illegal to: 
 
Aid, abet, or assist such persons so owing service or labor, directly 
or indirectly, to escape from such claim. 
 
It is Illegal to: 
 
Harbor or conceal fugitives from service or labor, so as to prevent 
the discovery and arrest of such persons, after notice or knowledge 
of the fact that such persons are fugitive from service or labor. 

Penalty of Law: 

For either of said criminal offences, offenders shall be 
subject to a fine not exceeding one thousand dollars, and 
imprisonment not exceeding six months, by indictment 
and conviction 



and pay, by way of civil damages to the parties injured by 

such illegal conduct, the sum of one thousand dollars for 
each fugitive so lost to be recovered by action of debt. 

"Let us put a stop to slave stealing!" 

 

Teacher Background Information 

This is an American poster advertising a substantial reward for a runaway slave Henry 

May, in Louisville, Kentucky, 1838. The enslaved were seen as valuable commodities 

and the high rewards offered for their return illustrate this. Some slaves persistently tried 

to escape, despite the punishments inflicted on captured runaways. They were held in 

public cages on the streets for all to see, waiting to be collected by their owners, when 

they would often receive 100-150 lashes, branding on the face or the loss of an ear. 



Until the late 1780s runaways could even have a limb amputated. Although the chances 

of freedom were slight, for some determined captives escape was preferable to 

enduring relentless submission of slavery. 

Many runaways were absent only for short periods of time, perhaps to visit friends and 

family on another plantation. Thomas Thistlewood recorded twenty runaways a year on 

his plantation in Jamaica, but only four of these stayed away for more than ten days. In 

practice it meant one in a hundred slaves were absent at any one time. More organized 

attempts at freedom, including by the Maroons in Jamaica and the Underground 

Railroad in the United States, brought many their freedom. 
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